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INTRODUCTION 
Music has become more than a backdrop – it has become a blaring 
soundtrack for practically every event in our lives, whether we are travelling, 
eating, shopping, exercising, making love or being cremated.  
(Goodall 1: 2001) 
 
You’re soaking in it – watch, or (rather listen to) kid’s TV in the morning and 
see how every moment is supported by a music cue. Movies are for grownups 
are soundtracked at every turn, we buy the CD of music from and inspired by 
the movie. The hero of the movie drives a car which appears in the movie and 
later in its own television commercial which is soundtracked by a band whose 
record company is owned by the studio that made the movie. These 
commercial and artistic relationships are bound together by music and story. 
 
And as we perform in the everyday, we listen to muzak while we shop,  
And even a tedious trip on public transport becomes a quirky short film if 
you’ve got the right music intravenously supplied from your Ipod. Music 
soundtracks our life. Our inner drama. 
 
But so much of the time, music is barely functional, extraneous or decorative, 
like sonic paint or musical wallpaper. It often kind of works like a doorbell. Just 
a signal. Rather than a symbol. 
 
I’ve observed that if music can make a bus trip unboring, then it can make 
pedestrian theatre or mundane performance look better too.  
But there’s so much more to the relationship between music and performance 
– it can be so much more complex, rewarding if it is consciously attended to… 
 
…and that is the purpose of this brief paper – to open up discourse around 
enriching connections between music and live performance in an educational 
context. This material has emerged from my teaching, professional work as a 
composer and theatre maker, and the development of SONIC LOOM, a 
research project I’m working on with composer Brett Collery that will result in 
the creation of a learning tool: a CD of music and supporting materials that will 
enable drama teachers, musical bones in their body or not, to facilitate others 
discovering the potential in this relationship. Read on if you’ve ever had a 
favourite song. 
 
MUSIC AND DRAMA 
Unlike other types of popular or art music, much music for film has been 
composed with the understanding that it will not be consciously attended to. 
(Cohen in Juslin 2001:249) 
 
Initially conceived as a way of disguising the sound of the film projector, 
cinematic music (which has been educating us in its use since we first 
watched television as children) performs a range of functions…it can direct 
attention to important features, or induce a particular mood. It can signal time 
passing, or that something’s about to, or just happened.  
 
Leitmotiv pairs a particular musical theme with a character or event so that 
eventually the music conjures up the character or event even in its absence. 
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In our post-modern era, music can work ironically and it can work iconically. It 
can take us into a character’s point of view, with a soundtrack from the 
orchestra of the heart. 
 
This use of music has expanded and consolidated into a complex set of 
cultural signals that we all understand, and that have an apparently clear 
connotation. (e.g. “scary music” + “somebody acting scared on the screen” = 
“something scary’s going to happen”) Simple really, scarily so, when there can 
be so much more to it.  
 
In live performance, things are different. There’s no orchestra on stage, 
there’s usually less music, because it’s costly to make or buy, but it’s this very 
impoverishment can engender some very interesting experimentation, 
especially working in a broader ‘performance’ paradigm. As the German poet 
and philosopher Heinrich Heine once wrote: “The essence of music is 
revelation; it does not admit of exact reckoning” 
 
How can we encourage our students to be inventive, to make creative 
connections between music and drama? How can we help them to gain new 
understandings of the revelations that regularly occur when music and drama 
interact?  
 
As experts in their own, ever-emerging cultures, our students often take a 
fragmented, post-modern approach to performance making in the student 
devised work they do. (For example, in their senior years of high school) They 
source and adapt a blinding array of materials and references from a range of 
art forms and media. Music’s often an important weapon in this artistic 
arsenal. Not least because of the personal, emotional level it tends to work 
on. I’m particularly interested in how music’s peculiar power can be utilised as 
a pre-text for devised drama. How can music contribute to the making of, and 
not just the final effect of a performance work? 
 
MUSIC AND EMOTION 
It has long been known, or more accurately, felt, that music has great power 
to induce and represent emotions. Music is often perceived as expressive of 
emotion, despite the fact that music is not a sentient being.  
(Sloboda and Juslin 7:2001) 
 
Listening to a piece of music can be an intensely personal, emotional, even 
inspirational experience. But how can a piece of music be sad? Or happy? It’s 
just a bunch of soundwaves. Or dots on paper.  
Are basset hounds really sad, or are their faces just put together in a way that 
makes it seem to us that they are? 
 
Music can be considered uniquely privileged within the aesthetic hierarchy: 
the very lack of specificity which formerly consigned it to a subordinate role 
…[can be] construed as an infinite suggestiveness. It is precisely because of 
its lack of direct reference to the specifics of everyday existence that the art 
historian Walter Pater wrote that “all art constantly aspires to the condition of 
music” (ibid 48:2001) 
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If we go back on the bus again, and look at our students on the way to school 
and uni (or perhaps ourselves) we can see what a huge role music has in our 
affluent, western lives. For young people especially, music can influence 
social processes and identity, on individual and interpersonal levels, (at 
present, you’ll find any discussion of ‘emo’ music will provoke a range of 
reactions, none of which will lack passion!) but the elemental power of music 
goes beyond soundtracking ephemeral subcultures. 
 
Music is a cultural material (as is language) that provides a kind of semiotic 
and affective ‘power’ which individuals use in the social construction of 
emotional feeling and displays. As such, the impact of music on emotion is not 
direct but interdependent on the situations in which it is heard. Any meaningful 
account of music’s role in the emotional response of individuals must involve 
the recognition of these complex, interdependent social factors 
(ibid 2001:415) 
 
I’ve asked young people how, when and why they listen to music. They 
consciously use it to release stress, to induce a physical or emotional state, 
such as a pre-match psych-up. They consciously use it to remember. To 
commemorate.  
They’ll listen to it on a computer, a stereo, on the radio or piped muzak at their 
workplace, or on an Ipod. All in a single day. They’re conscious of the signals 
earphones can send, not just into their ears, but out to those that surround 
them: ear-buds as an armour from the rest of the world. 
 
They, like you, probably, have a favourite song that they fell in or out of love 
to. The song changed them, and they changed the song. Kind of. But why 
does music affect us in the way that it does? 
 
These small, tender intensely personal, yet profound inner movements that 
occur when you hear a piece of music for the fist time can actually be the first 
steps towards the creation of a new artwork – an aesthetic experience that 
begets another – why is music so aesthetically charged? 
 
Given shared experiences and understandings, it is easy to see how a group 
of people might be able to extrapolate specific emotions from …[what they 
perceive as]… ‘cues’. It is equally easy to see how there is room for ambiguity 
and imprecision. Very often we feel that there is an emotion present [in 
music], we know it is of one general type rather than that of another, but we 
cannot quite tie it down. In such a state of ambiguity and cue-impoverishment 
we may well expect the profound and semi-mystical experiences that music 
seems to engender. Our own subconscious desires, memories, and 
preoccupations rise to the flesh of the emotional contours that the music 
suggests. The so-called ‘power’ of music may well be in its emotional cue-
impoverishment. It is a kind of emotional Rorschach blot. 
(ibid 2001:96) 
 
This ‘cue-impoverishment’, this openness, can make music, combined with 
our natural instinct for making sense of things, an ideal material as a pretext 
or starting point for performance work in the drama classroom. 
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“Music might be viewed as part of a communication system in which 
composers code musical ideas in notation, performers recode from the 
notation to the musical signal, and listeners recode from the acoustic signal to 
ideas.” (Kendall and Carterette 1990 in Juslin and Sloboda 2001: 309) Sonic 
Loom seeks to add and consolidate fourth and fifth stage of this 
communication process: the listener recodes their ideas by shaping them into 
a performance, which is in turn, decoded by an audience. 
 
The whole process, of course, hinges on the moment of listening, of the 
absorption, response and change that music can inspire, and the Sonic Loom 
research project wants to closely examine this moment, and what happens 
after in the environment of the drama classroom, so we can value it as a 
creative learning experience. 
 
But what have other researchers found as they’ve investigated music and 
emotion, and music in everyday life? 
 
MUSIC IN EVERYDAY LIFE  
We can make links between the way we interact with music in everyday life 
and the manner in which its potential can be unlocked as a dramatic pretext. 
Young people often use music as the stuff of self, and for many of us, it 
remains that way as we grow older – but why does music move something 
inside us?  
 
“The idea that music expresses emotion through somehow mirroring the 
dynamics of our inner life has become a commonplace in writing on the topic; 
the classic formulation is Langer’s claim that ‘there are certain aspects of the 
so –called “inner life” – physical or mental – which have formal properties 
similar to those of music – patterns of motion and rest, of tension and release, 
of agreement and disagreement, preparation,  fulfilment, excitation, sudden 
change,  etc” (Langer, 1942, p.228 in Juslin and Sloboda) 
 
So if music has the ability to spur change in our inner workings, surely it’s not 
too great a step to transform this inspiration into something else – to embody 
what we feel in some way. For me this process involves bringing what I 
perceive to be music’s ‘character’ to life: animating it, and by extension , 
drawing out the narrative it contains, and I am designing the Sonic Loom 
resource to scaffold a similar process as a leaning experience. 
 
One theory mentioned by Davies is “…that there is someone who feels the 
emotions expressed in music, but it is not the composer, the performer, or the 
listener. Rather it is a persona imagined by [my italics]  the listener, who hears 
the music’s progress as representing the actions, mental life, and affective 
experiences of this persona. 
The narrative the listener weaves about this persona must be controlled by 
and responsive to changes in the music, which is why the narrative reveals 
something objectively interpersonal about the music’s expressiveness and not 
something solely idiosyncratic to the listener who entertains it. 
(Davies 2003:3) 
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This idea of a ‘narrative’ being woven about a persona gives you an idea of 
the rich dramatic textures that can be created on the Sonic Loom. It’s 
tantalising. 
 
WEAVING MUSIC AND DRAMA TOGETHER 
 
But it’s scary. It’s so often a matter of taste. Time and musical fashion move 
so quickly. Most of us trained in drama, not music education. Most of us are 
significantly older than our students, and even a year’s a long time in popular 
culture. Music is so mysterious, and powerful, as a component of the creation 
of a new work; how can one navigate it, harness its power in the creation of 
new performance, how can one teach others to do so? 
 
My work with the Sonic Loom project aims to transform some of these big 
ideas into an accessible classroom tool, a bunch of good music and a bunch 
of useful ways ‘in’ to it. The initial stages of research have strongly suggested 
several modes of working with music and drama: 
 
Respectfully allowing the students to play with the musical expertise they 
bring to the room. To openly communicate about the way music works on us 
so we can find new ways we can make it work for us. Working to consciously 
attend to music and how it’s used, particularly in cinema (as a popular way in 
to styles of western theatre and live performance), as an aid to narrative. 
 
To encourage active listening, (aided but not encumbered by traditional 
musicology) so students (and teachers) can develop a ‘critical ear’ in the 
transformation and adaptation of music for their own artistic purposes, 
whether it’s soundtracking existing scene work, or acting as a pre-text for 
scenes which have yet to be created. To not only open perceptions about the 
known, culturally taught properties of music in drama, but also to use this 
knowledge to subvert and surprise. 
 
To transcend the fleeting passions of personal taste. To transcend the ‘what’, 
and explore the ‘hows’ and ‘whys’ of music and drama working together to 
create new meanings. To be prepared to be surprised. 
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